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Preface to the Second Edition

In this second edition, the introductory material has been completely rewrit-
ten; explanatory material in the Lessons has been recast; the exercises have been 
expanded, and several new Latin and Greek words have been added to the vocabu-
laries. Also, the format of the Notes in each Lesson has been changed in order to 
make them easier to use.

We wish to thank Professor Damian Fleming of the department of English of 
John Carroll University for reading the Introduction to this edition and for his help-
ful comments and criticism. We also thank Dr. Christopher Leslie of the Humanities 
and Social Sciences department of The Polytechnic University, Brooklyn, New York, 
for his contributions and help. Dieter C. Gunkel of the U.C.L.A. program in Indo-
European Studies has read the section on Indo-European, and we are grateful for 
his helpful criticism.

C.W.D.
R.M.F.

New York, 2007
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LESSON 1

Quot homines, tot sententiae.
As many people, that many opinions. 
		  —Terence, Phormio

Etymology is the study of the derivation of words, including an account of their 
origin and subsequent linguistic history. Before we begin this study, a review of the 
Introduction is in order.

A Brief History of the English Language
The English language as we know it today slowly developed out of the Germanic 

dialects brought to Britain in the mid-fifth century A.D. by invaders who came from 
the lowlands of northwestern Europe. The two main groups of these newcomers 
are known to us as Angles and Saxons. The language of Britain at that time was a 
Celtic language, one that was related to the Gaelic now spoken in parts of Ireland, 
Scotland, Wales, and in Brittany, an area on the northwest coast of France.

The languages, or dialects, of these Germanic invaders was gradually adopted 
by the Celtic natives of the land. Our first record of it being called “English” is from 
the ninth century. But, even then, it was a language as foreign to us as German or 
Dutch is today. The language of this early period of development, from 450 A.D. to 
1150, is known as Old English, or Anglo-Saxon. During the following few centuries 
there were gradual changes in the language, and the time from 1150 to 1500 is called 
the Middle English period. The literature of this time is now in a language which 
we can understand, although some of the words look strange. Here is the beginning 
of a poem of anonymous authorship from the fourteenth century.

“This World’s Joy,” c.1300, Anonymous

WYNTER wakeneth al my care,
Nou this leves waxeth bare;
Ofte I sike ant mourne sare
When hit cometh in my thoht
Of this worldes joie, hou hit goth al to noht.

		  this leves: these leaves
		  sike: sigh	
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Using The Dictionary

When using the English dictionary, you will probably be seeking two different 
pieces of information about the word that you are looking up. You will want to know 
the current definition of the word—that is, the way that it is used today—and you 
will want to know the etymology of the word, the course that it has taken through 
the centuries from the time that its Latin (or Greek) original can be identified. In 
dictionaries of English, the etymology of a word is usually enclosed in square brack-
ets either just before the definition or just after it. The first piece of information in 
the etymology will usually be the language from which the modern word has been 
taken, followed by the form of the word in that language, if it differs from that of 
the modern word. After that will come the linguistic history of the word in reverse 
chronological order, ending with the earliest form (in any language) to which the 
modern word can be traced. Following are some typical etymologies.

fatuous adj. [L fatuus + English -ous]. This means that the entry word is an 
adjective and that it is derived from Latin fatuus. Since no meaning is given for the 
Latin word, it means the same as the English entry word. English fatuous looks as 
though it is derived from a Latin adjective *fatuosus, but this word is not found in 
Latin literature of any period, and, thus, the English word is thought of as having 
been formed from the stem fatu- of the Latin word fatuus, plus the English suffix 
-ous. The asterisk before *fatuosus is a convention meaning that the word “looks” 
authentic, but that it has not been found in Latin literature of any period.

gravity n. [MF gravité, fr. L gravitas, fr. gravis, heavy]. This means that the entry 
word is a noun and that it is derived from the Middle French word gravité, which 
is derived from Latin gravitas, which is from Latin gravis, “heavy.”

temporal adj. [ME, fr. L temporalis, fr. tempor-, tempus, time]. This means that 
the entry word is an adjective and that it is derived from a Middle English word 
spelled the same way, which is derived from Latin temporalis, which is derived from 
the stem tempor- of the Latin word tempus, “time.”

urban adj. [L urbanus, fr. urbs, city]. This means that the entry word is an adjec-
tive and that it is derived from Latin urbanus, which is from Latin urbs, “city.”

verbose adj. [L verbosus, fr. verbum + -osus, -ose]. This means that the entry 
word is an adjective and that it is derived from Latin verbosus, which is from Latin 
verbum, and the Latin suffix -osus, which gives the English suffix -ose.

Often, more than one definition will be given for a word, and, when this is the 
case, definitions will be numbered 1, 2, 3, and so forth. Usually the numbers indicate 
the chronological sequence of the definitions, with the earliest given first, and the 
current definition given last.
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	42. 	What will be the terminus of your journey?

	43. 	The house in which they lived was a vulgarity.

B.	 The italicized words in the sentences below are from Latin nouns not given in 
the vocabulary of this Lesson, but found in the Index of Stems in the back of this 
book. Determine the meaning of the stem of each of these words, and define each 
word as it is used in the sentence. Consult the dictionary where necessary.

	 1. 	 She gave him a vulpine look.

	2. 	 He displayed taurine strength.

	 3. 	 The judge gazed at him with an aquiline stare.

	4. 	 She went about her daily affairs with a bovine temperament.

	 5. 	 The dancers in the ballet moved with feline grace.

	6. 	 He waited in the doctor’s office with canine patience.

	 7. 	 They fought with leonine fury.

	8. 	 He had a porcine appearance.

	 9. 	 The kitchen reeked of piscine odors.

	10. 	The runners displayed equine endurance.

	11. 	The neighborhood was plagued by a pack of feral dogs.

	12. 	They were engaged in arcane activity.

	13. 	I hesitated to approach this lady, noted for her acerbity.

	14. 	We learned that she was living a penurious existence.

	15. 	The army’s hibernal quarters were at the foot of the mountain.

	16. 	He was a man known for his probity.

	17. 	 The accused were freed through the agency of a venal judge.

	18. 	I used to ridicule my uxorious friend.

	19. 	The doctor looked for vital signs.
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Lesson 8

’Ev ἀρχῇ ἦv ὁ λóγoς.
In the beginning was the word.  
			   —The Gospel according to St. John

Greek Words in the English Language

Just as Latin words have been borrowed to form new English words, so were 
words from the ancient Greek language borrowed to name ideas and inventions for 
which the English language had no equivalents: economy, technology, autobiogra-
phy, electronics, politics, democracy, psychoanalysis, to name just a few. Scientists, 
especially, went to ancient Greek for names for their new ideas, theories, and inven-
tions: photography, telephone, telescope, miscroscope, thermometer, biosynthesis, 
stereophonic, microbiology, and countless others.

The process is unending. The word “nanogram” means one-billionth of a gram 
(from Greek nanos, “dwarf,” and gramma, “small weight”). We borrowed “cosmo-
naut” from the Russian word kosmonavt, which had been borrowed by the Russians 
from Greek kosmos, “the universe,” and nautēs, “sailor.” In the following Lessons 
we shall see how these and countless other words were borrowed from the ancient 
Greeks. But first, we must look at the alphabet in which these ancient words were 
written.

The Greek Alphabet

The alphabet was probably introduced into the Greek world early in the eighth 
century B.C., possibly earlier. It was most likely carried there by Greek merchants 
trading with the Phoenicians, a people speaking a Semitic language who lived 
in Asia Minor, now called the Middle East, in an area roughly corresponding to 
southern Lebanon today. The alphabet as used in Phoenicia was an adaptation of 
writing that had developed centuries and even millenia before this in the land of 
the ancient Babylonians and Sumerians, Mesopotamia, the area between two rivers, 
the Tigris and the Euphrates.

With some adaptations to fit sounds in the Greek language for which there were 
no equivalents in Phoenician, the alphabet, as it was called (Greek alphabetos, from 
the first two letters, alpha and beta), was soon put to use, and the western world 
gradually became literate in this new form of writing.
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Vowel. There are exceptions: The stem bi-, “life,” although ending in a vowel, needs 
the combining vowel, as does the stem ge-, “the earth”: biology, geology.

Greek Accents

In Greek literary texts the words have accent marks. Greek accents will not be 
shown on the words in this book, except for the quotations at the beginning of each 
Lesson. They are not necessary for our purposes, as we are not learning the Greek 
language. All we need to know about Greek words is their spelling (in English) and 
their meaning.

Vocabulary

Learn the following Greek words, the stem of each, and its meaning. Here, 
and in all subsequent vocabularies, nouns will be indicated by the abbreviation n., 
adjectives by adj., and adverbs by adv. Greek words in the vocabularies and in the 
Index of Stems will be listed alphabetically by their English stem.

Greek Word Stem Meaning

αριστoς aristos adj. arist- best
βιoς bios n. bi-, -b- life; living organism
χρovoς chronos n. chron- time
κoσμoς kosmos n. cosm- order; the universe
κρατoς kratos n. crat- power, rule
δημoς dēmos n. dem- the people
γη gē n. ge- the earth
λoγoς logos n. log- word
μετρov metron n. metr- measure
μικρoς mikros adj. micr- small
φιλoς philos adj. phil- loving
φoβoς phobos n. phob- fear
ψυχη psychē n. psych- the mind
σκoπoς skopos n. scop- observer
σoφoς sophos adj. soph- wise
τεχνη technē n. techn- art, skill
τηλε tēle adv. tele- far away
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D.	Consult the Index of Stems and determine the meaning of the Greek word that 
has supplied the stem for each of the following.

	 1. 	 zone	 4. 	 strategy

	2. 	 cycle	 5. 	 arctic

	 3. 	 cynic	 6. 	 Xerox

E.	 Consult the Index of Stems and determine the meaning of the word that has 
supplied the stem for each of the phobias below.

	 1. 	 agoraphobia	 7. 	 necrophobia

	2. 	 ailurophobia	 8. 	 ornithophobia

	 3. 	 arachnophobia	 9. 	 nyctophobia

	4. 	 brontophobia	 10. 	 acrophobia

	 5. 	 heliophobia	 11. 	 thanatophobia

	6. 	 hypnophobia	 12. 	 zoophobia

F.	 Answer each of the following questions. The answers to these can be found in 
the Notes in this Lesson.

	 1. 	 What is the significance of the name of the disease hydrophobia? What is 
the Latin name for this disease?

	2. 	 The English word cybernetics is from the Greek noun kybernētēs. What 
did this Greek word mean, and what is the meaning of the English word?

	 3. 	 What is the etymology of the word governor?

	4. 	 What do the letters Phi Beta Kappa stand for—that is, what English 
words do they represent?

	 5. 	 What does a cosmetologist study?

	6. 	 What does a cosmologist study?
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